A review of the influence of the Liturgical Societies of 
St. Ambrose and Ste James 


OUR LUTHERAN HERITAGE 


The Lutheran Church in the eighties will be wrestling with 
very profound moral and ethical problems. As Walter A» Kortrey 
in 17 June editorial in The Lutheran wrote, "Amos had the in- 
stincts and the heart of a Shepherd, but he was called by God 
to prophesy. Voices call for the church, its pastors and com- 
municators and all its people to cry out against social ills 
and threats to peace - the Amos syndrome." 


Looking back fifty years, there were other concerns the 
Lutheran Church addressed itself to, namely, its identity as 
Lutheran and its unique role in ecumenical affairs. There 
were voices that began to ask the right questions and also 
searched for answers to these questions. They arrived at the 
- conclusion that the intent of the Reformers according to their 
major Confessions was not and had not been carried out in re- 
spect to the liturgical worship of the churche Lutheranism in 
America had not yet emerged from its pioneer frontier days. It 
was tinged with sectarian excrescenses foreign to the Zeitgeist 
of the sixteenth centurye Lutheranism had become a sect among 
sectse How to implement a renewal of Lutheran orthodoxy? 


Pastors who delved into the conservative orthodoxy of 
the Reformation and adherence to its Catholic roots, con- 
cluded they had to try to recover the primary principles of 
Luther relative to the Sacramental life of the churche They 
became Ecumenists in the classic sense, seeking for harmony to 
overcome the discordant notes within Lutheranism. 


Once this question was addressed, the long search was on. 
Invitations in 1933 were sent to like-minded clergy and lay 
personse Seminarians Harold Hertzler, He Oscar Schlessman and 
Ernest Ee. Miller, students at Mt. Airy Seminary in Philadelphia 
initiated the formation of the Liturgical Society of Saint 
Ambrosee They did not consider themselves to be the first to 
address the subject of liturgical renewal. There had been solid 
groundwork by the Lutheran Liturgical Association in the late 
1800*s, under Dr. Reed resulting in greater appreciation of the 
whole range of the arts of the church. 


Dr. Luther D. Reed, and organist Harry G. Archer collabo- 
rated in "The Choral Service Book" 1901 and "Season Vespers" 1905 
"Psalter and Canticles"1897 based on Gregorian Plainsong. They 
also worked on the premise that "English Lutheranism is not 
something very different in character and spirit from historical 
confessional Lutheranism of every other age and land and tongue, 
and that it has not departed widely and irrevocably from the 
historical landmarks of the Church Universal, nor degenerated 
cherie self-convicted sect". (Introduction to The Choral Service 
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Dr. Paul Zeller Strodach was also one of the early lumi- 
naries in producing devotional works, such as his "Oremus" a 
“prayer book of collects, litanies from ancient and modern» Tie cuuren Year‘ 
sources, 1925. Also his "A Manual on Worship" - 1930.<~“One 19 Qa 
might say Lutheran churchly renewal started after World War I - 
1918 with the High Church Society. Two names ~- Nathan Sdderblon, 
Archbishop of Sweden and Professor Friederick Heiler of Marburg, 
stand out as leaders of that period. 


The Lutheran Liturgical Association of Dr. Reed and his 
colleagues, halted the Lutheran Church from being "free church". 
They were not interested in aping Rome or copying the Tractar- 
jans, then celebrating their centenary. They wanted to restore 
the Church Year from the encroachment by sectarian "special 
Sundays" such as Arbor Day, Mothers* Day, etc. They were serious 
in their pronouncements that they must rid themselves of an un- 
conscious feeling that Lutheranism is not to be classified as 
one of the more than 250 brands of American Protestantism. 


Liturgical renewal in one way compares with those patient 
diggers who unearth ancient treasures of the past, as when 
Johann Sebastian Bach's music was restored by Felix Mendelssohn 
a hundred years after Bach's death. So it has been in the realm 
of the Liturgical Arts. Saying this, we come to the emergence 
of the Liturgical Society of Saint Ambrose. With the groundwork 
laid by their professor of Liturgics, Dre Reed, Students Miller, 
Hertzler and Oscar Schlessman set in motion a new approach to 
the subject of Catholic liturgical practices. Of course they 
were immediately censored as going too fare These innovators 
were regarded as "Jesuits in disguise"; to "low churchmen” they 
were a divisive element in the Lutheranism of that era, encrusted 
as it was with barnacles of pioneer protestantism. 


It was really a renaissance in Lutheran circles that seemed 
to strike a responsive chord throughout Lutheranism. The year 
that must be considered historic was 1933, when the Saint James 
Society, headquartered at St. John's in Hoboken, New Jersey and 
the Saint Ambrose Society centered at Transfiguration Church in 
Philadelphia came to prominence at the same time. Ironically, 

a unity was recognized which drew the churchmen of Missouri Synod 
and the Ambrosians connected with the United Lutheran Church in 
America together in a common bond. Both Societies launched 

into the ceremonial aspects and apostolic freedom to use all 
things not in conflict with Holy Scripture and the Confessions. 


The Reverend Superior of the St. James Society was Berthold 
von Schenk, Pastor of Ste John’s, Hoboken, New Jersey and the 
first Provost of St. Ambrose was Mr. Ernest Ee Miller, who was 
later succeeded by the Reverend Arthur Ge Marcell, Pastor of 
‘Transfiguration, who like von Schenk became the leader in 
guiding the Retreats and Quiet Days that attracted a broad 
segment of laity and clergy from the Mid-west and the East. 
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Public celebrations clearly exhibited a facet of Lutheranism 
compatible with the principles of the Symbolical Books. of 
course many clerics of the period were unhinged by such 
displays to what some thought was rank "Romanism". Their 
reaction to the Ambrosians was similar to Pentecost, “these who 
turn the world upside down have come in among us". (Acts 17:6) 


The academics of Reed and Strodach were fleshed out in the 
"high" church activities of the Ambrosians.. They addressed one 
another as Reverend Father, and adopted the whole Catholic Tradi- 
tion of the Mass without any apology, as authentic Lutheranism. _ 
Looking back, one must realize that a movement of this dimension 
would incur the suspicion and acrimony of the status quo. The 
big guns - von Schenk, spokesman for the Missouri group and 
Marcell for the United Lutheran group were charismatic leaders 
and were theologically schooled in every facet of orthodox 
Lutheranism and just as courageous in maintaining the style of 
worship that had too long been in the "closet" due to pioneer 
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Celebrations of the Saint days and regaining the Sacramental 
life became the obvious foundation of the movement. Rich, his- 
toric vestments were worn, crucifers appeared, incense was added 
to the ceremoniese Gregorian plainsong set the tone of their 
devotions, a colorful revival of all the arts was the result. 
Despite the fears of a divided church over "externals" so called, 
historic Lutheranism was appealed to and those who made an honest 
inquiry soon agreed that the Ambrosians were on solid ground 
doctrinally. 


Presenters in scholarly papers opened up pages of liturgical 
history that had remained dormant for centuries. All the canonical 
vestments were worn according to the rubrics of the occasion: 
Copes, Chasubles, Dalmatics, Tunicles, Sanctus bell, Incense, 
genuflections, Signing of the cross, stations of the cross, 
private confession, crucifers, acolytes, torchbearers. While 
some might view this as extraneous to the preaching of the Word - 
members of both Societies pronounced all such as the hand- 
maiden of Christian worship, not sacrificed by the Reformation 
and by the freedom of the Word, a gift of God to enhance the 
worship of the Holy Trinity. There was precedence for all that 
was done by the Ambrosians and future studies seemed to agree. 


Today we may look back with an objective assessment and 
acknowledge the debt we owe to both the St. James and the St. 
Ambrose Societies. A whole new approach to doctrine, art and 
music was brought out into the open. Lutherans began to claim 
their heritage. Non-Liturgical music was exposed as foreign 
to Lutheran classicism as discovered in the chorale and the 
polyphonic compositions of Schlitz, Bach and Lutheran composers. 
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In this and many like subjects the St. Ambrose Society drew 
the attention of the Church to its golden treasures. These 
brave souls stood on the firm ground of Scripture and the 
Confessions, which enabled them to remain undaunted despite 
heavy criticism from their contemporaries. Their convictions 
were vindicated in the updating of The Service Book and Hymnal 
which appeared in 1958 and the most recent pan-Lutheran Book of 
Worship 1978. Material incorporated into these resources 
spontaneously concedes its debt to the activities of St. James 
and St- Ambrose. ; 


As an aside to the story of recovery of Lutheran principles,.. 
we have a parallel case in the Deaconess movement. To quote 
from Love's Response by Pr. Frederick Se Weiser who writes, "In 
the hyper-Protestant American society, the existence of Lutheran 
sisters raised eyebrows. One of the stock criticisms of the 
diaconate - of a matter which allegedly robbed it of greater 
success - was directed to its form as a sisterhood and the 
attendant features of celibacy, poverty, discipline - and the 
garb! Generally the lowest level of reproach to the diaconate 
was that all these things smacked of Romanism, although the same 
critics seldom looked at pastors through the same critical 
lenses or seldom recognized how orthodox the diaconate was in its 
grasp of evangelical theology." Weiser continues: "Especially 
in Lutheranism - in which so much of the Roman framework is 
retained with an evangelical content - can the religious com- 
munity stand side by side the ecumenical creeds, the liturgy, the 
crucifix, and even private confession as acceptable servants of 
Christ! To be sure, obedience to the Word compels the use of 
any practice - even if secular in origin - if that practice will 
function to the edification of the church." 


It takes the Lutheran church a long stride to recognize 
its Catholic tradition, that we are the church of the ages, and 
not just an upstart sect that suddenly appeared on the religious 
horizon. 


The grand result has been a deeper reverence for the 
Sacrament of the Altar and its more frequent use.e We can hon- 
estly say that the Lutheran Church has emerged from its sec- 
tarian image to the forefront in its dialogue with the renewed 
Roman Catholic Church, that underwent similar self-study in the 
Second Vatican Council of 1965. The 450th Anniversary of the 
Augsburg Confession 1980 was celebrated by both in the style and 
Catholicity advocated in the 1930's by the St. James and St. 
Ambrose Liturgical Societies. As we view it today the breach of 
the sixteenth century is healed and consensus quite near. MThanks 
to our Fathers of Blessed memory. The Lutheran Church claims its 
Catholicity not alone in doctrine but also in practice. LAUS DEO 
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